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Abstract: This article is an analysis of some excerpts from Fakir Mohan Senapati’s work 
“ChhamanaAthaguntha” (Six Acres and a Third). In this article, I have tried to understand the idea of 
private-public debate as well as the idea different forms of femininity, both desirable and undesirable seen in 
nineteenth century rural society. 
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The 19
th
 century novel ChamanaAthaguntha, is set 
on rural backdrop where one find the confluence of 
colonialism and feudalism. The caste structures are 
clearly depicted with Senapti‟s description of the 
geographical distribution of caste groups in the 
village. Even the the village pond called asura pond 
has four ghats which is divided on the basis of 
gender, caste, and sacred-profane spaces. The 
South side of the pond is meant for purification of 
temporary pollution. It is used when funeral is 
being performed. On the eastern side is the 
Washerman‟sghat. The weaver‟s ghat is at the 
northwest corner.  Around three hundred feet away 
was the Saanta‟sghat, which was meant for men 
only. The Weaver‟s ghat is the place where the 
women have congregated for their everyday 
activities. The pond is a „public space‟ which was 
also an extension of the private. In fact, the pond 
demonstrated such a social space that mediated 
between the private and the public domain. It was 
the woman‟s space where they carried out their 
everyday activities of bathing, cleaning as well as 
carrying water, which made it an extension of the 
domestic/home/private. But at the same time it was 
also the „public sphere‟ for the women, and also for 
men, who gather news of the happenings from the 
women. For instance, Champa and Mangaraj would 
conspire to acquire Saria‟s land.Champa would 
find the ghat most suitable to persuade her, and 
inform all the developments to Mangaraj. This is 
where opinions were formulated, and disseminated 
on events and persons. Senapati writes that had the 
village had a newspaper of its own, the reporter 
could have obtained news of the entire village from 
that part of the pond.  Fakir Mohan does not give 
an elaborate decription of the men‟s part of the 
ghat. He writes: 
It was not as if the men were silent while they 
bathed. No, like the women, they too talked a lot. 
But their talk was repetitive, always centering on 
the same themes. Therefore, there is no point 
reporting at length what they talked about. They 
usually discussed matters like these: how much 
land had been sown and where; which field had 
been ploughed for the second time; how Rama 
performed the sowing ceremony; how quick-footed 
Bhima‟s bullocks were... (108). 
Here Fakir Mohan points out that men‟s talk was 
repetitive. Therefore, he does not discuss it at 
length. Perhaps because he has kept in mind that its 
readers are men, so he would tell them on women‟s 
space. Besides, it underscores the point that women 
are part of the private, and in some way or the other 
are symbolic of the public sphere. It thus proves 
one point that the woman‟s space is representative 
of the village.Talking about the daughter-in-laws of 
the upper caste, respectable families, Fakir Mohan 
writes, “Propriety forbids us to write about her 
daughters-in-law.” This sentence itself implies that 
daughter-in-laws make the home/domestic/private. 
The Hindu tradition would forbid discussing them 
before the English educated babus as the reader, 
trying to conceal them from the „public‟ gaze. He  
still he points out: 
What would people say if we talked about these 
young women who were part of such a respectable 
family? What would be gained if we were to tell 
you that they arose at one o‟clock in the afternoon, 
that it was evening by the time they finished their 
morning ablutions and had their lunch, and that 
after that they took a short nap. When they got up 
again night had fallen. Time before dinner was 
spent starting quarrels among the maidservants, and 
then settling them, and listening to village gossip. 
They did no work; peals of laughter could be heard 
until midnight. (54) 
These sentences resonates both the agenda of the 
old and new patriarchy that caused Alakhsmi kind 
of behaviour. Dipesh Chakraborty elaborates this 
aspect in the Bengali household by drawing an 
analogy between Goddess Laxmi with the modern 
educated housewife. He points out that Laxmi has 
an „other‟ her darker malevolent side called 
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Alaxmi. Alaxmi signifies a gendered notion of 
disaster and inauspiciousness. Laxmi and Alaxmi 
were mutually exclusive categories. (Chakroborty 
2010) He has termed two kinds of women of the 
nineteenth century who can be brought under the 
category of Alaxmi. First were the women without 
formal education who brought disrespect to the 
nation. It was said that education of the proper kind 
would relieve women of the innate vices like 
jealousy. The modern Laxmi was an integral part of 
the nationalist project. But education if not 
channelized properly would lead to creation of the 
second type of Alaxmi. It would produce a species 
of women who would be “arrogant, lazy, 
immodest, defiant of authority, and neglectful of 
domestic duties.” (Ibid) Such kind of education 
would produce a memsahib like behavior among 
the native Bengali women. These bhadramahilas 
represented the Bengaliness which was definitely 
associated them with Laxmi, and dissociated them 
from the Alaxmi, which had cultural expressions in 
the form of beshya, boubabu, and memsahib. The 
term boubaburefers to man-like behaviour in a 
woman. Such instances of Laxmi and Alaxmi can 
be found in the context of Odia households. It also 
underscores the expected behaviour from the ideal 
daughter-in-law. He rejects the two kinds of 
behaviour- the one projected by rural woman as by 
Jasoda and Markandia‟s mother, i.e., being 
quarrelsome, women involved in gossips, which 
certainly  designates the old patriarchy feature; and 
secondly, was critical of western women. He writes 
on educated babus choice of women: 
Classical Indian poets compare the gait of a 
beautiful woman to that of an elephant. The babus 
frown on such a comparison; they would rather the 
heroine “galloped like a horse.” The way English 
culture is rushing in like the first floods of the 
River Mahanadi, we suspect that our newly 
educated and civilized babus will soon appoint 
whip-cracking trainers to teach their gentle female 
companions to gallop. PP 57 
Thus, the pre-colonial idea of an odia woman was 
compared with the gait of an elephant while the 
colonial idea of femininity was compared to the 
gallop of a horse. By gait of an elephant, Fakir 
Mohan hints at the docility and subdued sexuality 
of a woman. He further compares the young Hindu 
daughter-in-laws with water lilies that “blossom at 
night; during the day they fold themselves in and 
hide their faces from view”. This is image of the 
Odia bahu with her purdah. In order to bring out 
the image of the ideal Odia woman, he produces an 
“other” in the character of Champa. Champa is 
someone who was brought up at the 
ZamindarMangaraj‟s family. Fakir Mohan says her 
caste is not known. Since her caste is not known, 
she is a non-respresentative entity of an Odianee. 
This is because the identity of a woman comes with 
the interplay of caste gender religion and 
nationality. Champa was somebody who was 
unbecoming of a woman. She moves as fast as a 
dog. Well in Fakir Mohan‟s perception, a woman‟s 
pace shouldn‟t match with that of a horse and a 
dog. Anything manly in woman was not 
acceptable.While the gallop of a horse, he meant 
with the spread of colonial culture, the idea of 
femininity has transformed. The shift to excessive 
feminine sexuality that the Odia society fears.  The 
perfect Odia woman was Saantani, who showed 
immense patience and tried to withstand all 
suffering silently.  
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